WT2 : a low budget experiment in“heart, humour and horror" by Townsend, Nathan
This is a repository copy of WT2 : a low budget experiment in“heart, humour and horror".
White Rose Research Online URL for this paper:
http://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/154463/
Version: Accepted Version
Article:
Townsend, Nathan (2019) WT2 : a low budget experiment in“heart, humour and horror". 
Studies in European Cinema. pp. 38-54. ISSN 1741-1548 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17411548.2018.1501869
eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/
Reuse 
Items deposited in White Rose Research Online are protected by copyright, with all rights reserved unless 
indicated otherwise. They may be downloaded and/or printed for private study, or other acts as permitted by 
national copyright laws. The publisher or other rights holders may allow further reproduction and re-use of 
the full text version. This is indicated by the licence information on the White Rose Research Online record 
for the item. 
Takedown 
If you consider content in White Rose Research Online to be in breach of UK law, please notify us by 
emailing eprints@whiterose.ac.uk including the URL of the record and the reason for the withdrawal request. 
This is the Accepted Manuscript (AM) of an article published (online) by Taylor & Francis in 
Studies in European Cinema on 5 August 2018, available online:  
 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17411548.2018.1501869  
 
To cite this article: 7RZQVHQG1DWKDQµ:7DORZEXGJHWH[SHULPHQWLQ³KHDUW
KXPRXUDQGKRUURU´¶Studies in European Cinema, Vol. 16, No. 1, pp. 38-54. DOI: 
10.1080/17411548.2018.1501869  
 
WT2DORZEXGJHWH[SHULPHQWLQ³KHDUWKXPRXUDQG
KRUURU´ 
 
 
Nathan Townsend  
 
 
University of York  
Department of Theatre, Film, Television & Interactive Media 
Baird Lane  
University of York  
Heslington (East)  
York  
YO10 5GB  
 
 
nathan.townsend@york.ac.uk  
 
 
 
Biographical note 
 
Nathan Townsend is Lecturer in the Creative Industries at the Department of Theatre, Film, 
Television & Interactive Media at the University of York. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
:7DORZEXGJHWH[SHULPHQWLQµKHDUWKXPRXUDQG
KRUURU¶ 
 
Nathan Townsend 
 
 
Abstract: 
 
In 1999, the London-based production company, Working Title Films, established a 
subsidiary called WT2 which was given the remit of producing low-budget films. 
Between 2000 and 2007, WT2 released 10 feature films including Billy Elliot (2000), 
Ali G Indahouse (2002) and Long Time Dead (2002) which respectively exemplified 
WKHFRPSDQ\¶VFUHDWLYHDJHQGDRIµWKHWKUHH+V¶ WKDW LVµKHDUWKXPRXUDQGKRUURU¶
This article examines the creative and commercial contexts of filmmaking at play 
within WT2 and, in tuUQFRQVLGHUVWKHFRPSDQ\¶VSRVLWLRQZLWKLQ:RUNLQJ7LWOHDQG
between its major financiers, StudioCanal and Universal. In doing so, I argue that 
:7¶V ILOPV RFFXS\ D SRVLWLRQ EHWZHHQ WKH ILOPPDNLQJ LQGXVWULHV DQG FXOWXUHV RI
Europe and Hollywood which is distinct from that of its parent company. On the one 
KDQGDQXPEHURI:7¶VILOPVHQJDJHZLWKHVWDEOLVKHGWUHQGVLQORZ-budget British 
cinema including social realism and the adaptation of television comedy, and were co-
produced by British broadcasters, national film agencies and independent production 
companies. On the other, these films were largely financed, distributed and marketed 
by multinational media conglomerates with commercial agendas and transnational or 
global reaches. Thus, this article examines the ways in which the tension between the 
QDWLRQDO DQG WKH WUDQVQDWLRQDO ZDV SOD\HG RXW LQ ERWK WKH FRPSDQ\¶V RSHUDWLRQ DQG
output. 
 
 
Keywords: WT2; Working Title Films; Universal; StudioCanal; social realism; television 
comedy 
 
 
At the 1999 Cannes Film Festival Working Title Films announced the creation of a subsidiary 
production company called WT2 which was given the remit of producing low-budget films. 
The unveiling was one of a series of significant events for the London-based production 
company that year. Two months earlier, its co-chairmen, Tim Bevan and Eric Fellner, had 
agreed a five-year production deal with its parent company, Universal (Dawtrey 1999). Just 
days before the launch of WT2, the European pay-television giant, Canal Plus, agreed to co-
finance the operational, development and production costs of Working Title with Universal 
over the same period (Dawtrey1999a). For Canal Plus, this deal foreshadowed the 
establishment of StudioCanal the following year which was forPHG IURP WKH FRPSDQ\¶V
existing production and distribution arm, Canal Plus Image. Significantly, this rebranding was 
accompanied by the announcement that Canal Plus would double its investment in fi
production via StudioCanal with the aim of becoming a µPDMRU¶(XURSHDQVWXGLR-DPHV
Thus, :RUNLQJ 7LWOH¶V DOLJQPHQW ZLWK 8QLYHUVDO DQG 6WXGLoCanal can be seen as part of a 
greater narrative about the relationship between the film industries and cultures of Hollywood 
and Europe. 
:RUNLQJ7LWOH¶VSDUWLFXlar configuration in this regard has attracted scholarly attention 
from various perspectives. Michael Wayne (2006), for example, argues that Working Title is 
JRYHUQHGE\WKHµ$WODQWLFLVWSDUDGLJPIRU%ULWLVKFLQHPD¶ which ensures that the company is 
subordinate to Universal, and produces films ZKLFKPXVWWDNHDµFXOWXUDOGHWRXU¶WKURXJKWhe 
American market. Within this FRQWH[W KH DUJXHV :RUNLQJ 7LWOH¶V ILOPV KDYH GHYHORSHG D
µEUDQG LGHQWLW\¶ which HQFRPSDVVHV µQHR-KHULWDJH ORFDWLRQV¶ DQG µZKLWH PLGGOH FODss 
FKDUDFWHUV¶(Wayne :D\QH¶VREVHUYDWLRQVDERXWVXFKUHSUHVHQWational tendencies 
most closely DOLJQZLWK:RUNLQJ7LWOH¶VVWULQJRIFRPPHUFLDOly successful romantic comedies 
written by Richard Curtis ± Notting Hill (1999), %ULGJHW-RQHV¶V'LDU\ (2001), Love Actually 
(2003) and Bridget Jones: The Edge of Reason (2004) ± which take place in a geographical 
DQGVRFLDOPLOLHXWKDWKDVEHHQGXEEHGµ&XUWLVODQG¶in the broadsheet press and more recently 
in film scholarship (Leggott 2012). Taking a contrary position, Hochscherf and Leggott (2010) 
DVVHVV WKH YDOLGLW\ RI WKH µPLG-$WODQWLF¶ label, arguing for a greater acknowledgement of 
:RUNLQJ 7LWOH¶V SODFH ZLWKLQ WKH ILlm industries and cultures of Europe. Noting that the 
µ&XUWLVODQG¶canon is a relatively VPDOOLISURPLQHQWSDUWRIWKHFRPSDQ\¶VRXWSXWWKe authors 
cite the diversity of European representations on display in films such as The Man Who Cried 
(2000), Mr %HDQ¶V+ROLGD\ (2007) and Elizabeth: The Golden Age (2007). 
From the beginning, however, the creative and commercial agenda of WT2 was distinct 
from that of its parent company in several ways. Working Title imposed a $5 million budgetary 
limit upon the films WT2 produced, ensuring that its output lacked the production values and 
star actors typically associated with the output of its parent company. Equally, WT2 was 
explicitly set the task of attracting new writers and directors, many of whom would make their 
feature debut with the subsidiary (Dawtrey 1999b). In line with this agenda, the majority of 
:7¶V ILlms were coproduced with other institutions in the British film industry which had 
variously vested interests in low- to medium-budget film production. These include the 
filmmaking arms of broadcasters, such as BBC Films and FilmFour, national film agencies 
including the UK Film Council and the Northern Ireland Film & Television Commission and 
independent production companies like Tiger Aspect Productions and Big Talk Productions. 
6LPXOWDQHRXVO\KRZHYHU:7¶VILOPV were, like those of its parent company, largely financed 
and distributed by Universal and StudioCanal, two multinational media conglomerates with 
commercial agendas and transnational or global operations. Thus, WT2 was positioned by the 
competing forces of the national and the transnational in ways which depart significantly from 
those influencing Working Title. 
$ \HDU DIWHU LWV HVWDEOLVKPHQW %HYDQ DQG )HOOQHU UHILQHG WKH FRPSDQ\¶V UHPLW E\ 
DOLJQLQJ LWVRXWSXWZLWKµWKHWKUHH+V¶ LQWKHWUDGHSUHVV WKDW LVµheart, humour and KRUURU¶
(Dawtrey 2000). Indeed, the 10 feature films which WT2 produced between 2000 and 2007 
can be usefully divided according to the genre categories suggested by this label. Heart is 
exemplified by the drama Billy Elliot (2000) and three comedy-dramas, ,QVLGH,¶P'DQFLQJ 
(2004), Mickybo and Me (2004) and Sixty Six (2006). Humour is to be found in Ali G Indahouse 
(2002), Shaun of the Dead (2004) and The Calcium Kid (2004). Finally, Long Time Dead 
(2002), My Little Eye (2002) and Gone (2007) sit most squarely within the horror genre. For 
the purposes of this article, KRZHYHU WKH IRFXV ZLOO UHPDLQ RQ WKH µKHDUW¶ DQG µKXPRXU¶
FRQWLQJHQWLQ:7¶s output. :KLOHQROHVVZRUWK\RIVWXG\WZRRIWKHVXEVLGLDU\¶VWKUHHKRUURU
films, My Little Eye and Gone, are set in America and Australia respectively and thus lie outside 
the remit of WKLV MRXUQDO ,Q FRQWUDVW :7¶V µKHDUW¶ DQG µKXPRXU¶ ILOPV RSHQ VLJQLILcant 
dialogues with established traditions in low budget British filmmaking, repectively, social 
realism and the adaptation of television comedy. The initial discussion, below, considers the 
creative and commercial contexts of filmmaking at play within WT2, before examining the 
VXEVLGLDU\¶VRXWSXWSDUWLFXODUO\WKHZD\VLQZKLFKWKe tensions between the national and the 
transnational are played out on-screen. Finally, I explore the demise of WT2 and consider its 
legacy. 
 
 
The creative and commercial contexts of WT2 
 
 
The deals which Working Title struck with Universal and StudioCanal in the spring of 1999 
ZHUHSUHFHGHGE\WKHGHPLVHRI:RUNLQJ7LWOH¶s former parent company, PolyGram Filmed 
Entertainment (PFE). During the 1990s, PFE attempted to build a European-owned rival to the 
major Hollywood studios, supported by the resources of its parent company, PolyGram. This 
venture came to a premature end in 1998, however, when PolyGram and PFE were sold to 
Seagram, the parent company of Universal (Carver & Petrikin, 1998). Significantly, Working 
7LWOH KDG EHFRPH 3)(¶s most commercially successful subsidiary, producing a number of 
British hit films including Four Weddings and a Funeral (1994), Bean (1997), Elizabeth (1998) 
and Notting Hill (1999). This track record of success prompted Universal to secure Working 
7LWOH¶V IXWXUH DW WKH Vtudio with a long-term deal. Throughout these negotiations, Working 
7LWOH¶VSULRULW\ZDVWRPDLQWDLQDVPXFKRSerational and creative autonomy as possible. Indeed, 
this ambition was reflected in the resulting 5-year agreement which permitted Bevan and 
Fellner the autonomy to green-light up to five films a year with budgets of up to $25 million 
(Dawtrey 1999). While the deal represented a milestone for Hollywood investment in a 
European company, Working Title's Chairmen were, nonetheless, also keen to find a 
coproduction SDUWQHU µ:H ZHUH ZRUULHG DERXW WKH VWXdio relationship, so we thought if we 
EURXJKW LQ VRPH PRQH\ IURP(XURSHWKHUH¶G be more of a focus on trying to get European 
FRQWHQWPDGH¶)HOOQHUH[SODLQHGµ6WXGios do what studios need to do, and thaWGRHVQ¶WUHDOO\
HQFRPSDVV WKH W\SHV RI ILOPV WKDW ZH ZHUH PDNLQJ¶1 As :RUNLQJ 7LWOH¶V &22 $QJHOD
Morrison, notes the production company actively pursued a deal with Canal Plus after closing 
its deal with Universal as part of a considered co-financing strategy: 
 
It was part of the strive to maintain autonomy, it was also part of some sort of in-built 
sense that having a European partner for us was really key because we were based here 
and there is a different sensibility between the European market and the US market . . . 
I think, XOWLPDWHO\ LWZDVGULYHQE\ LIZHFRVW>8QLYHUVDO@ OHVVWKDW¶s got to be good 
for us in the long term, and the studio, they responded to having a partner and they 
responded to having a European partner. Partners were, and still are, hard to find and I 
think because ZH¶GRSHQHGWKDWGRRUWKHVWXGLRZHUHYHU\RSHQWRKDYLQJDSDUWQHU2 
 
 
Ultimately, Canal Plus, agreed to co-finance the operational, development and 
production costs of Working Title on a 50±50 basis with Universal at a cost of between $50m 
and $100m annually. In return for their contribution, Canal Plus received television rights to 
DOO :RUNLQJ7LWOH¶V ILOPV LQFRQWLQHQWDO(XURSH (excluding the UK and Ireland) and French 
theatrical and video rights for every second film for the first three years of the deal. In the final 
two years, Canal Plus also received theatrical and video rights in all territories in continental 
Europe for every second film (Dawtrey 1999b). As I have argued elsewhere (Townsend 2018), 
this co-financing arrangement did not afford the two studios equal involvement in the output 
of Working Title. The deal ensured Working Title operational and creative autonomy at the 
point of development and the ostensible freedom to green-light low to medium budget films. 
In practice, however, green-light decisions were ultimately made in collaboration with 
Universal, while Universal and StudioCanal subsequently handled the distribution and 
marketing of :RUNLQJ7LWOH¶VILOPVLQWKHWHUULWRULHVZKHUHWKH\UHWDLQHGGistribution rights. 
'HVSLWH:7¶VRIILFLDOODXQFKLPPHGLDWHO\DIWHUWKHFORVure of these deals, the origins 
of the subsidiary can be traced back to earlier developments within Working Title which laid 
the groundwork for the new venture. The staff who would act as joint heads of the new 
company, Natascha Wharton and Jon Finn, had been employed by Working Title in various 
capacities since the early 1990s. Wharton began as an assistant, before moving into an 
executive position in the development department, while Finn had made the same progression 
in the production department. A significant factor in the establishment of WT2 was the creation 
RI WKH 1HZ :ULWHU¶s Scheme, a project which Wharton had initiated while working as a 
development executive. As she explained: 
 
One of the things that I really focussed on through that time, which in retrospect was 
IDQWDVWLFDOO\JHQHURXVRI7LPDQG(ULFWROHWPHGRZDVWKH1HZ:ULWHU¶V6FKHPH:H
set up, I think, rather a canny structure to support writers whereby they were allowed 
to hold on to the copyright in the material. We gave them a set fee, helped them ... 
[along the] path and then took a view on whether we would develop the project. It was 
a fantastically rich time because, actually, quite a few of the writers that I worked with 
at that point went on to have careers . . . People who were literally writing their first 
scripts: James Watkins, Nick Love, John McDonagh, Rowan Joffe . . . It seemed to be 
less about Tim and Eric finding projects and more about genuinely providing support 
for emerging talent. At the time, I think, Tim and Eric thought, if out of ten projects one 
of them came good or there was an interesting relationship that emerged out of one of 
them, then that would be of value.3 
 
 
The gathering momentum around the establishment of WT2 was also partly inspired by 
the recurrent critical and commercial success of low-budget British and Irish films of various 
JHQUHVWKURXJKRXWWKHV:RUNLQJ7LWOH¶V ILUVWPDMRUKLW Four Weddings and a Funeral 
(1994) had, alongside The Full Monty (1997), been the most remarkable in this regard, each 
making substantially over $200 million upon theatrical release. There were, however, a string 
of commercial successes within the $5 million budget range including The Crying Game 
(1992), Trainspotting (1996), Sliding Doors (1998) and Waking Ned µ,WZDVDPDGWLPH
because so many writers and directors out there were trying to work in film and that entry 
V\VWHP KDV MXVW GLVDSSHDUHG LW¶s not as vibraQW DQG LW¶V QRW DV IXOO DV LW RQFH ZDV¶ )LQQ
H[SODLQHG µMost of those people have PRYHG RQ WR WHOHYLVLRQ 6R WKHUH¶V QRW WKDW KXJH
competition between companies to get £3 million films anymore, because of the cost of 
UHOHDVLQJDQGDOOWKHUHVWRILW¶4 Like :KDUWRQ)LQQPDGHFOHDUWKDW:7¶s agenda was equally 
about building relationships with talent with an eye on the future of Working Title as a whole: 
 
It was a bit like playing the lottery, because enough of those films did work that that 
you ZHQWµPD\EHLW¶VWKLVRQH¶0\IHHOLQJDERXW LWZDVZKDWyou were really doing 
there was EDFNLQJ WKH ILOPPDNHU EHFDXVH VRPH RI WKH VFULSWV ZHUHQ¶W obvious 
>FRPPHUFLDOVXFFHVVHV@«So, essentially, you go back to the reason we set it up in first 
place, which was to give people their first break. Give people their first shout, and give 
it to people who really wanted to make a film. I think there was two agendas going on 
there, really, and one of them was hoping that one of those films would catch the 
zeitgeist . . . You wanted one in every five, six, seven to make some money but at the 
same time, with the rest of them, \RX¶UHJLYLQJSHRSOHDFKDQFHWRVKLQHRUQRW<RX¶UH
giving them an opportunity to do what they do, and then maybe feed the bigger 
company with those sorts of people.5 
 
WT2 Ltd. was officially incorporated in October 1999 and took up residence in same 
offices as its parent company on Oxford Street. Despite their close proximity, WT2 had a 
separate overhead and development budget and focussed exclusively on its own development 
slate. In doing so, Working Title effectively transferred the autonomy it maintained in 
development downwards into WT2. Wharton and Finn were joined by Rachael Prior and 
Amanda Boyle who respectively assumed the positions of Head of Development and Company 
Co-ordinator, with Prior assisting Wharton and Boyle assisting Finn. In practice, however, the 
small team worked together closely across WKH DUHDV RI GHYHORSPHQW DQG SURGXFWLRQ µ1DW
knows her stuff when it comes to producWLRQDQG ,KDYHD ORWRIRSLQLRQVRQVFULSWV¶)LQQ
FRQILUPHGµIf Nat had brought them in, or had a relationship with the writer or director, then 
she tended to lead on it. But in the early stages we did all the meetings together. When people 
came in to pitch, we did it together, when we decided to pick stuff up, generally we made that 
GHFLVLRQWRJHWKHU¶6 Wharton and Finn would, however, report upwards to Bevan and Fellner, 
ZKRVHLQYROYHPHQWEHFDPHFUXFLDOLQWKHODWHUVWDJHVRIWKHSURFHVVµIt was really simple. It 
was whether Tim or Eric wanted to do it, it literally came down to >WKDW@¶)LQQH[SODLQHGµ<RX
ZRXOGJRLQDQGVKRZWKHPVWXIIDQGJR³we want to make WKLVZHZDQWWRPDNHWKLV´DQG
TXLWHRIWHQWKH\ZRXOGVD\³QR´EXWRFFDVLRQDOO\\RX¶d find something that they also could 
VHHVRPHWKLQJLQ¶7 Describing the general relationship between his approach and that of his 
co-chairman in supporting the development of projects, Bevan revealed: 
 
,
GVD\WKDWWKHUH¶VDVL[W\SHUFHQWFRPPRQEDQGZLGWKWKHUH¶VSHUFHQWRXWWKHUH
of VWXIIWKDW,PLJKWGRWKDWKHZRXOGQ¶WDQGWKHUH¶VSUREDEO\SHUFHQWRIVWXIIout 
there WKDWKHPLJKWGRWKDW,SUREDEO\ZRXOGQ¶W2QHRIWhe reasons for splitting up 
the projects too was that you realise in order to get a film produced, you, the lead 
producer, KDVWRKDYHDQLPPHQVHDQGWLUHOHVVSDVVLRQIRULWDQG\RX¶re not going to 
have the same SDVVLRQ IRU HYHU\WKLQJ EDVLFDOO\ ,I KH¶V PRUH SDVVLRQDWH about 
something than me, that I OLNH WKDW¶VJUHDW ,I ,¶P PRUHSDVVLRQDWHDERXW VRPHWKLQJ
WKDQKLPWKDWKHOLNHVWKDW¶s ILQH,W¶VYHU\YHU\UDUHWKDWHLWKHURIXVPDNHDPRYLH
that the other actively dislikes, and probably never does that happen . . . To the outsider, 
WKH\ZRXOGQ¶t necessarily know what¶VDQµ(ULFILOP¶DQGZKDW¶VDµ7LPILOP¶VR
WKHUH¶VD:RUNLQJ7LWOHKRXVHVW\OH,W¶s QRWMXVWXVWZRLW¶VWKHRVPRVLVRIWKHSURMHFWV
coming through the system and similar people are working on the development and the 
SURGXFWLRQVRLW¶s that that makes it a Working Title film.8 
 Indeed, at the point projects on the WT2 development slate were accepted by Working 
7LWOH¶V FR-chairmen, their supervision would subsequently be divided between the two 
producers. Adhering to the Working Title house style, then, became a vital factor in a WT2 
project progressing towards production. Given the number of writers and directors with whom 
the company had worked and the diversity of genres and budgets it had worked within, defining 
:RUNLQJ 7LWOH¶V KRXVH VW\OH is arguably more about an overarching approach towards 
FRPPHUFLDOILOPPDNLQJµ:HUXQDEXVLQHVVWKDW¶s what we KDYHWRGR:H¶YHJRWWRPDNH
VXUHWKHQXPEHUVZRUNDVZHOODVWKHFUHDWLYH¶, Fellner H[SODLQHGµ<RXWU\LQ\RXUFKRLFHVWR
make films that you think will appeal globally or internationally, not just in the UK. A lot of 
people choose to make movies that they feel ZLOO MXVW ZRUN KHUH EXW WKDW¶V QRW ZKDW ZH¶UH
LQWHUHVWHGLQ¶9 As Wharton acknowledged, the tension between the global and the local had to 
be contended with as a matter of course when considering WT2's development slate: 
 
,W¶VTXLWHUDUHWREHPDNLQJDILOPDWDPLOOLRQOHYHODQd assume that it will then play 
internationally. Bizarrely sometimes they do, and the ones that you GRQ¶t expect do . . . 
It was quite a challenge because we were looking at really interesting filmmakers and 
we DOZD\VGLGKDYHDQH\HRQDXGLHQFHDVZHOO$JDLQZKHQ\RX¶UHPDNLQJILlms at 
that sort of level that is quite a challenge. If you look at most of the British films that 
are made with HPHUJLQJWDOHQWDWWKHPRPHQWWKH\¶UHPXFKPRUHRYHUWO\IHVWLYDOGULYHQ
films, whereas our agenda was to try to find that talent, and to try and make those films, 
but for those films to have a similar sort of mainstream appeal as the other Working 
Title films.10 
 
2Q RQH KDQG WKHQ :RUNLQJ 7LWOH¶V KRXVH VW\OH is explicitly mainstream and of 
transnational or even global appeal. On the other, the budgetary constraints imposed on WT2 
served to mitigate this impulse by ensuring that many of the common features of transnational 
or global appeal, including high production values and star actors, were missing from the 
VXEVLGLDU\¶V ILOPV ,Q WKH DEVHQFH RI such factors, a strong sense of authorship became an 
important ingredieQWLQGHILQLQJWKHILOPVµThe thing about those low budget films is that they 
EHFRPHLQFUHGLEO\SHUVRQDO¶)LQQHPSKDVLVHGµ7hey were written by the person that wanted 
WRPDNHWKHPWKH\ZHUHQ¶t Franken-scripts, they were literally [written by] somebody who 
KDGVSHQWDORQJWLPHJRLQJ³this is the VWRU\,ZDQWWRWHOO´¶11 Equally, WT2 made a point of 
forging a brand identity that was at once within the broad ambit of the Working Title house 
style yet avoided aping the output of its parent company. As Finn went on to argue: 
 
The stuff that everybody got excited about, I think, was the stuff that had a really strong 
flavour and was not cheap versions of the main slate material. It was just however that 
PDQLIHVWHGLWVHOI,WKLQNWKDW¶VZKHQLWZDVDWLWVPRVt successful and I think it was at 
its least successful when it tried to do things that thHPDLQVODWHZDVGRLQJ« 7KHUH¶s a 
lot of QRLVHRXWWKHUHDQGDWWKHWLPH\RXKDGWRJRµWKLVKDVWRKDYHDUHDOXQLTXHVHOOLQJ
SRLQW¶, µLWKDVWREHGLIIHUHQW¶µLWKDVWREHVWURQJ¶EHFDXVHWKH\OLWerally stood on 
their own . . . Quite often really good filmmakers make their best films the first time 
EHFDXVHWKHUH¶s no UHVWULFWLRQRQWKHPWKHUH¶VQRWKLQJOLPLWLQJWKHLUYLVLRQThat was 
where we wanted to be, and the way we wanted to do stuff.12  
 
1RWDEO\ WKH PDMRULW\ RI :7¶V ILOPV LQYROYHd co-production partners beyond 
Universal and 6WXGLR&DQDO $V 7DEOH  LOOXVWUDWHV :7¶s co-production partners can be 
divided into three categories: production companies, broadcasters and national screen agencies. 
The contribution of production companies was typically creative insofar as  
 
Table 1. WT2¶V co-production companies by category (Excluding Universal and StudioCanal) 
Title Production Company Broadcaster National Screen 
Agencies 
Billy Elliot Tiger Aspect Productions BBC Films Arts Council of England 
Long Time Dead Midfield Films   UK Film Council 
Ali G Indahouse Talkback Productions 
Kalim Prod GmbH  
FilmFour  
My Little Eye imX Communications   
Shaun of the Dead Big Talk Productions 
Inside Track2 
FilmFour  
The Calcium Kid    
Mickybo and Me  New Moon Pictures  Northern Ireland Film and 
TV Commission  
 Irish Film Board 
,QVLGH,¶P'DQFLQJ Octagon Films  Irish Film Board 
Sixty Six It is Now Films   
Gone WBP  Australian Film Finance 
Corporation 
 
 
the key talent involved in a project were often attached to a production company. In contrast, 
broadcasters and national screen agencies usually invested in the films directly. µ7KHWKLQNLQJ
behind that was really just about sharing that risk with other financial partners and not actually 
VKRXOGHULQJWKHEXUGHQRIWKDWULVNLQLWVHQWLUHW\¶, Wharton H[SODLQHGµ$OOILOPREYLRXVO\LV
ULVNEXW LQSDUWLFXODUZKHQ \RX¶UH ORRNLQJDW smaller ILOPVDQG \RX¶UH ORRNLQJDW HPHUJLQJ
WDOHQWWKHUH¶VLQYDULDEO\HYHQPRUHULVNLQYROYHG¶13 For Finn, securing co-financing partners 
was equally about legitimising the project within WKHZLGHULQGHSHQGHQWVHFWRUµ3DUWRILWZDV
MXVWVRPHWLPHVJRLQJ³prove its market worth by getting somebody else to want to put their 
PRQH\LQWRLWWRR´¶14 he recalled. In practice, however, this scenario often worked in reverse 
when WT2 became the validating party for projects which were circulating within the wider 
industry. Billy Elliot, for example, was initially developed at Tiger Aspect Productions with 
which Working Title KDGDµILUVWORRN¶GHDO'DZWUH\FZKLOHAli G Indahouse and Shaun 
of the Dead originated at Filmfour. Similarly, films like ,QVLGH,¶P'DQFLQJ and Mickbo and 
Me came from talent attached to independent production companies such as Octagon Films and 
New Moon Pictures (Hofmann 2003). The following sections explore the ways in which the 
creative and commercial contexts which shaped WT2 were played out on-screen in the 
FRPSDQ\¶s output. The :7FDQRQZLOOEHH[DPLQHGZLWKLQWKHµKHDUW¶DQGµKXPRXU¶genre 
groupings with a particular emphasis on how each group engages with traditions in low-budget 
British cinema, respectively social realism, and the adaptation of television comedy. 
 
µ+HDUW¶:7¶VGLDORJXHZLWK%ULWLVKVRFLDOUHDOLVP 
 
7KHµKHDUW¶LQ:7¶VRXWSXWZDVGHILQHGE\WKHGUDPDBilly Elliot (2000) and three comedy-
dramas including Mickybo and Me (2004), ,QVLGH,¶P'DQFLQJ (2004) and Sixty Six (2006). On 
the one hand, classifying these films within popular genres serves to distance them from British 
social realism. As Samantha Lay argues, social realism has µDOZD\VEHHQDVRPHZKDWPDUJLQDO
sometimes oppositional mode of expression that has relied ± to varying degrees ± on its 
otherness from more mainstream film products as a GLVWLQJXLVKLQJIHDWXUH¶/D\
Indeed, the label is more closely associated with the work of filmmakers like Ken Loach, Mike 
Leigh and Shane Meadows in contemporaneous films like The Navigators (2001), All or 
Nothing (2002) and Somers Town (2006). On the other hand, a more expansive definition of 
British social realism suggests DQXPEHURIRYHUODSV'UDZLQJRQ5D\PRQG:LOOLDPV¶ZRUN
on realism, Lay (2002) proposes that British social realism can also be understood with 
reference to four textual impulses: 
 
 
Social realism is secular in that its focusses, specifically in British cinema, are 
characters who are inextricably linked to place and environment. There are structural 
reasons for inequalities in society, which social realism posits can be seen in the effect 
of place on character. Social realist texts have contemporary settings, that is to say that 
they comment or critique some aspect of life as it was when a film was produced. Social 
realist texts also work towards extending the representations in art and popular culture 
of previously under-represented, marginalised or subordinate groups, and deal with 
issues and problems that mainstream cinema has shied away from or avoided. Social 
realism also conforms to :LOOLDPV¶ILQDOFULWHULDRIUHDOLVWZRUNLQWKDWWKHDUWLVWILOP-
maker/producer of a text often has a specific intent. In the case of social realism in 
British cinema, the intents of John Grierson, Lindsay Anderson, Ken Loach, and Gary 
Oldman are all different, but what unites their work is the presence of intent beyond the 
search from profit and fame (Lay2002, 19-20) 
 
:LWK/D\¶VVFKHPDLQPLQGWKHUHDUHWZRUHDGLO\REVHrvable commonalities which link 
:7¶VµKHDUW¶RXWSXWZLWK%ULWLVKVRFLDO-UHDOLVP)LUVWWKH\FRQVLVWHQWO\XVHµVHFXODU¶settings 
in which the social inequalities present in the environment directly affect the characters placed 
within it. Indeed, such settings explore a variety of troubled environments within the UK and 
the Republic of Ireland which range from a County Durham pit village to bomb damaged 
Belfast and from a Dublin residential care home to a Jewish enclave in suburban North London. 
Second, the representation of such environments largely prefigures the characters that are found 
within them insofar as each film also extends the range of representations typically found in 
mainstream films to include under-represented or marginalised groups. In social terms, for 
example, the characters belong to a spectrum which stretches from the entrepreneurial lower 
middle class through to the impoverished underclass. In turn, each film contends with the 
themes of collective and individual identity in ways which highlight both the problems 
associated with belonging to a marginalised group and the difficulties presented by attempting 
to break free from them. 
Billy Elliot LVVHWLQD&RXQW\'XUKDPSLWYLOODJHGXULQJWKHFRDOPLQHUV¶strike. 
The 11-year old Billy (Jamie Bell) lives with his widowed father, Jackie (Gary Lewis), and 
older brother, Tony (Jamie Draven) both of whom are striking miners. Having rejected his 
IDWKHU¶VVXJJHVWLRQWKDWKHWDNHXSERxing, Billy secretly joins Mrs. :LONLQVRQ¶V-XOLH:DOWHUV
ballet class to pursue his newfound passion for dance. :KHQ%LOO\¶VGHFHSWLRQLVGLVFRYHUHGE\
Jackie he is forbidden from attending, however, the talented Billy persists and secures an 
audition at the Royal Ballet School. Difficulties erupt when it appears that Jackie cannot afford 
to take his son to London without crossing the picket line. Mickybo and Me is set in early 1970s 
Belfast and focusses on the blossoming friendship between Jonjo (Niall Wright) and Mickybo 
(John Joe McNeil) two young boys respectively from Protestant and Catholic families. Their 
friendship is complicated by the Troubles and living on opposite sides of a bridge which divides 
the city along sectarian lines. The streetwise and thrill seeking Mickybo lives in a small and 
squalid terraced house with his four sisters, warm-hearted mother (Julie Walters) and chaotic 
but affectionate father (Adrian Dunbar) who is a professional gambler and a drunk. In contrast, 
Jonjo is the reserved and obedient only child of a fastidious father (Ciaran Hinds) and a 
depressive mother (Gina McKee) who suspects her husband is having an affair. Despite the 
threats of older street kids, the two boys decide to become µSDUWQHUV¶DIWHUGLVFRYHULQJDVKDUHG
passion for Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969). Fleeing the problems of the city, 
Mickybo and Jonjo attempt to emigrate to Australia while re-enacting scenes from the film and 
committing a series of petty crimes. 
In contrast, ,QVLGH ,¶P'DQFLQJ is set in contemporary Dublin and tells the story of 
Michael (Steven Robinson), a young man with cerebral palsy living in the strict and lifeless 
Carrigmore residential care home, run by the formidable Eileen (Brenda )ULFNHU0LFKDHO¶V
life is turned upside down by the arrival of Rory (James McAvoy) a charismatic and rebellious 
man with muscular dystrophy who has the µJLIW¶RIXQGHUVWDQGLQJ0LFKDHO¶VVHYHUHO\LPSDLUHG
speech. After escaping from a high VWUHHW FKDULW\ FROOHFWLRQ 0LFKDHO H[SHULHQFHV 'XEOLQ¶V
nightlife for the first time with Rory and they meet a young woman, Siobhan (Romola Garai). 
WKLOH5RU\¶s bid for the independent living allowance is rejected on the basis of insufficient 
funds and his reputation as a trouble-maker, Michael convinces his estranged father (Gerard 
McSorley) to buy him a flat. Michael and Rory become flatmates but their relationship is 
complicated by their feelings for Siobhan, who becomes their carer. Finally, Sixty Six tells the 
story of Bernie Reubens (Gregg Sulkin), an adolescent boy growing up in V 3DOPHU¶V
Green, North London. The bespectacled and asthmatic Bernie struggles for the affections of 
his family, living in the shadow of his older brother, Alvie (Ben Newton). His upcoming bar 
mitzvah, however, presents an opportunity for Bernie to take centre stage. While he begins to 
meticulously plan a lavish ceremony, his chances of success are hindered at every turn. As the 
England football team progress in the World Cup, it becomes apparent that the date of the final 
clashes ZLWK%HUQLH¶VELJGD\SUHVHQWLQJDSRWHQWLDOFRQIOLFWRILQWHUHVWIRUWKH invited guests. 
To make matters worse, the grocery shop owned by his father, Manny (Eddie Marsan), and his 
uncle Jimmy (Peter Serafinowicz) is rapidly going out of business due to the arrival of a 
supermarket on the same street. 
The consistent representation of social environments which shape the lives of the 
underrepresented or marginalised characters which inhabit them ostensibly places :7¶V
µKHDUW¶ RXWSXW ZLWKLQ WKH UHDOP RI %ULWLVK VRFLDO UHDOLVP 7KHLU FODVVLILcation as such is, 
however, complicated by the other impulses of social realism which these films lack. First, this 
includes a contemporary setting which is subject to comment or critique. Noticeably, only 
,QVLGH,¶P'DQFLQJ is set in the present, while Sixty Six, Mickybo and Me and Billy Elliot are 
respectively set in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. These period settings are significant insofar as 
they banish the spectre of social inequalities and problems to comfortably distant pasts. 
Moreover, any deeper consideration of these troubling environments is further distanced by 
adhering to the genre conventions of the comedy-drama which works to subdue social 
commentary or critique. Indeed, each film tells a rites-of-passage tale which intermittently 
focuses on levity infused moments in the lives of adolescent boys or young men. Significantly, 
the relationship between environment, character and narrative is never shown to be 
deterministic. Billy is accepted at the Royal Ballet School and becomes a professional ballet 
dancer in London. Jonjo makes it to Australia as an adult and rekindles his relationship with 
Mickybo. Michael eventually loses Rory, but maintains the physical and spiritual independence 
his friend inspired in him. Despite an underwhelming bar mitzvah, %HUQLH¶VJURZLQJPDWXULW\
sees him VXSSRUW(QJODQG¶s World Cup victory, earning the affections of his family and the 
camaraderie of national belonging in the process. In these ways, the social worlds depicted in 
these films are largely subsumed beneath individualistic triumph-over-adversity narratives 
which either propel their protagonists out of their troubled environment or allow them to 
reshape it to accommodate their needs. 
$VWKHPRVWFULWLFDOO\DQGFRPPHUFLDOO\VXFFHVVIXOµKHDUW¶ILOPZLWKLQWKH:72 canon, 
Billy Elliot has received a significant amount of academic attention which addresses some of 
these tensions. Judith Lancioni (2006), for example, reads Billy Elliot as a fairy tale, pointing 
to its narrative similarities to Cinderella, including a motherless child, a wicked sibling, a 
G\VIXQFWLRQDO IDPLO\ DQG D µIDLU\ JRGPRWKHU¶ Alan Sinfield compares the life trajectory of 
Billy Elliot with Billy Casper, the SURWDJRQLVWLQ.HQ/RDFK¶V.HVWRGHPRQVWUDWHthe 
ways in which the tradition of social realism has been modified. CaspeU¶V WKZDUWHG OLIH KH
DUJXHV LV µdesigned to SURYRNH D GHPDQG IRU D SURMHFW RI VRFLDO WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶ ZKHUHDV
(OOLRW¶s merely HQDFWVDµIDQWDV\RISHUVRQDOHVFDSH¶/Dter assessments have drawn 
more explicitly on the connection between Billy Elliot and the socio-political changes between 
WKHWLPHRIWKHILOP¶VVHWWLQJDQG LWSURGuction. John Hill, for example, suggests Billy Elliot 
EHFRPHV DQ µHPEOHP RI HFRQRPLF UHMXYHQDWLRQ¶ +LOO :108) in the movement from a 
manufacturing to a service-based economy. Taking a somewhat similar line, David Alderson 
(2011) suggests that Billy Elliot story betrays a national allegory of neo-liberalism which draws 
on the self-told narratives of the New Labour government. Such work, of course, further 
complicates the straightforward application of social realism as a label and highlights some of 
the tensions around the way the tradition has been modified.  
 

+XPRXU
 :7¶V GLDORJXH ZLWK %ULWLVK WHOHYLVLRQ FRPHG\ DQG $PHULFDQ
popular culture 
 
There is a long established tradition of adapting British television shows for the big 
screen stretching back to the 1950s. As Adrian Garvey (2010) and Peter Waymark (2012) point 
out, however, this production strategy became especially prevalent in the 1970s with 
approximately 30 such examples. In the face of declining cinema audiences, the sitcom spinoff 
proved especially attractive for several reasons. Chief amongst these was their large pre-
established family audience base and their relatively low production and marketing costs. 
Examples include films based on popular sitcoms like Till Death Us Do Part (BBC, 1965±
1975), 'DG¶V$UP\ (BBC 1968±1977), On the Busses (ITV,1969±1973) and Steptoe and Son 
(BBC, 1962±1974). By the 1980s, however, this production strategy declined dramatically, and 
came to a near standstill in the 1990s. One notable exception to the general trend was Bean 
(1997), co-produced by Working Title and Tiger Aspect Productions, the company behind the 
television series, Mr Bean (ITV, 1990±1995). The late 1990s and early 2000s, however, saw a 
revival in the adaptation of sitcoms and sketch shows from the small to the big screen. 
Examples include Guest House Paradiso (1999), Kevin and Perry Go Large (2000), Stella 
Street: The Movie (2004) and The League of GHQWOHPDQ¶V $SRFDO\SVH (2005), which were 
respectively adapted from Bottom (BBC, 1991±1995) and Harry Enfield & Chums (BBC, 
1994±1998), Stella Street (BBC, 1997±2001) and The League of Gentlemen (BBC, 1999±
2002). In most cases, this amounted to the transference of established sit-com characters to new 
situations and locations, while retaining the essential humour of the original shows. Similarly, 
the DQWHFHGHQWFUHDWLYLW\IRUWZRRI:7¶VµKXPRXU¶FRQWLQJHQWAli G Indahouse and Shaun 
of the Dead can be found in British television comedy. The former takes the character Ali G 
from the sketch shows 7KH(OHYHQ2¶FORFN6KRZ (Channel 4, 1998±2000) and Da Ali G Show 
(Channel 4, 2000). The latter reteams the writing and directing partnership behind the sitcom 
Spaced (Channel 4, 1999±2001). The outlier is The Calcium Kid, which has no connection to 
television comedy. 
$OL*,QGDKRXVHWDNHV6DFKD%DURQ&RKHQ¶VHVWDEOLVKHGFKDUDFWHU$OL*DQGSODFHV
him in a new and substantially expanded situation. The Ali G of The ElHYHQ2¶FORFN6KRZ and 
Da Ali G Show was a spoof television reporter and the self-VW\OHGµYRLFHRIGD\RRI¶who was 
deeply embroiled in a combination of African-Caribbean and American hip hop culture. The 
comedy in the television shows arose from the disparity between the naïvely absurd lines of 
questioning that Ali G pursued and the reaction of the various experts and public figures who 
were unaware that it was a performance. In contrast, Ali G Indahouse H[SORUHGWKHFKDUDFWHU¶V
life outside of his apparent profession in his hometown of Staines. Here, Ali lives with his Nan 
%DUEDUD1HZDQGOHDGVµ'D:HVW6WDLQHV0DVVLY¶a troupe of wannabe gangsters that includes 
dedicated but ineffectual characters like Ricky C (Martin Freeman) and Dangerous Dave (Tony 
Way). In his spare time, Ali attends to his girlfriend, µPH-XOLH¶.HOOLH%ULJKWDQGWHDFKHV
VFKRROFKLOGUHQ WR µNHHS LW UHDO¶ LQD ORFDO OHLVXre centre. When the venue is threatened with 
FORVXUH$OL¶s poorly orchestrated hunger protest comes to the attention of the deputy Prime 
Minister, David Carlton (Charles Dance). Seeing an opportunity to ruin the career of the sitting 
Prime Minister (Michael *DPERQE\SURPRWLQJWKHVHHPLQJO\XQHOHFWDEOH$OLDVKLVSDUW\¶s 
MP for Staines, Carlton begins to plot. NoQHWKHOHVV $OL¶V XQRUWKRGR[ DSproach to politics 
proves to be SRSXODUDQGKHHQGVXSµLQGDKRXVH¶RI&RPPRQVUHSUHVHQWLQJKLVFRQVWLWXHQF\ 
In contrast, Shaun of Dead has a somewhat looser connection with Spaced. 
Nonetheless, they both feature the comic partnership of Simon Pegg and Nick Frost, the 
direction of Edgar Wright and a number of thematic crossovers, particularly the depiction of 
20-something slacker culture. Shaun (Pegg) is an unambitious salesman in a consumer 
electronics shop, living with his infantile best friend, Ed (Frost). His girlfriend, Liz (Kate 
Ashfield), is unhappy with the routine of her life with Shaun, who is seemingly always in their 
local pub, The Winchester. When Shaun forgets their anniversary, Liz dumps him and he 
proceeds to drown his sorrows with Ed. The following day, the hungover Shaun and Ed 
gradually realise that London is in the grip of a zombie apocalypse. They decide to rescue Liz, 
6KDXQ¶s mother, Barbara (Penelope Wilton), and step father, Philip (Bill Nighy), alongside 
their friends Dianne (Lucy Davis) and David (Dylan Moran). Indeed, the film was aptly 
SURPRWHGDVDµromzom-FRP¶HQFDSVXODWLQJLWVGHEWWRDOOWKUHHJHQUHVThe Calcium Kid takes 
the form of a mockumentary in which the documentary filmmaker Sebastian Gore-Brown 
(Mark Heap) covers the build up to the world middleweight boxing contest between the 
American champion, Jose Mendez (Michael Pena) and the British challenger Pete Wright 
(Tamer Hassan). The project takes an unexpected twist, however, when Pete has to pull out of 
fight after breaking his hand in a sparring session with Jimmy Connolly (Orlando Bloom) an 
DPDWHXU ER[HU DQG PLONPDQ IURP /DPEHWK 3HWH¶V wheeler-dealer promoter, Herbie Bush 
(Omid Djalili) insists that the Pollyanna Jimmy replace Pete and his training begins in earnest 
with the octogenarian coach, 3DGG\2¶)ODQDJDQ'DYLG.HOO\DQGKLVEHVWIULHQG6WDQ5DIH
Spall). 
In these ways, all three films are united by a dialogue with America, implicitly through 
an engagement with American popular culture or explicitly through the inclusion of American 
characters and narrative themes. The former is true of both Ali G Indahouse and Shaun of the 
Dead. As Richard Howells (2006) argues, the humour of Ali G derives, for most people, from 
its satire of white suburban men who appropriate the styles and attitudes of black American 
urban culture. Indeed, much of the humour in the film comes from the chasm between AiO¶V
self-image and his reality. Shaun of the Dead, on the other hand, applies the archetypal 
American sub-genre of horror cinema to a very ordinary British setting. As Kim Edwards 
(2008) points out, the title of the film both references Dawn of the Dead (1978) and suggests 
that Shaun is amongst the dead, beaten down by the drudgeries of modern life. Making further 
links between the two films, Lindsey Decker (2016) argues that Shaun of the Dead is an 
H[DPSOHRIµWUDQVQDWLRQDOJHQUHK\EULGLW\¶QRWLQJWhe numerous homages to its near namesake 
while also noting its connection to indigenous traditions of British comedy. In contrast, the 
more literal approach of The Calcium Kid contrasts some of the better known cultural 
associations of Britain and America. Transposed onto the sporting realm, these respectively 
include amateurism versus professionalism and down at heel humility versus glamorous 
grandstanding. In all cases, however, we are introduced to lesser seen cinematic versions of 
London that range from suburban Staines and terraced street Hornsey to council estate 
Lambeth. 
 
The demise of WT2 and its legacy 
 
The demise of WT2 resulted from a growing disjuncture between the low-budget remit of WT2 
and the evolving production strategy of Working Title. The transition was felt on the ground 
in the gradual movement of staff and resources away from the company. Jon Finn stepped 
down as co-head of WT2 in the summer of 2001 and was not replaced (Minns 2001). In 2005, 
Natascha Wharton was made head RI :RUNLQJ 7LWOH¶V GHYHORSPHQW department but also 
continued to oversee WT2. Shortly afterwards, the company was folded into Working Title but 
ZRXOGFRQWLQXHDVDµODEHO¶+RIPDQQ). In practice, however, even the label ceased to be 
applied to films following the release of Gone. As Tim Bevan explains, the decision to shutter 
WT2 was based upon both a consideration of the resources that the company required and the 
incompatibility of low-budget filmmaking with the demands of the marketplace: 
 
We felt we were making bigger movies at the studio level and we wanted to stay in 
touch with younger, developing filmmakers. Now, what we learned in the process of 
the five or six years that WT2 was going, was that actually making those lower budget 
ILOPV«ZDVDVtime consuming and angst ridden and generally as much of DSDLQ«
as making a bigger movLH$WWKHHQGRILWZHWKRXJKWµZK\DUHZHGRLQJWKLV"¶:K\
GRQ¶WZHFKRRVHRQHRUtwo younger filmmakers in any given film cycle, or a younger 
filmmaker, and one of us actually produce it and put bigger resources behind them, so 
that their film stands a better shot? So, instead of their first film being a $5 million 
moviHLW¶VDPLOOLRQPRYLHDQGthey can cast people who we know about in it, they 
can get production value in it, and it stands a chance in the marketplace.15 
 
Significantly, the developmeQWRIWKLVVWUDWHJ\FRLQFLGHGZLWK:RUNLQJ7LWOH¶VQHZIRXU year 
co-production deal with Universal and StudioCanal in 2004. The latter agreed to fund Working 
Title at a reduced rate of approximately $40 million per year (James 2004). This contribution 
was ODWHU UHSRUWHG WR FRYHU DSSUR[LPDWHO\  SHU FHQW RI :RUNLQJ 7LWOH¶V operational, 
development and production costs which brought StudioCanal all French rights and a backend 
position in worldwide profits (Dawtrey 2006). As Angela Morrison points out, the re-alignment 
of the Working Title's relationship with its key financiers was partly based upon the production 
FRPSDQ\¶VHYROYLQJSURGXFWLRQVWUDWHJ\ 
 
Their terms changed because they [StudioCanal] diGQ¶WZDQWWR LQYHVWDVPXFK:H
were making bigger filmsWKH\GLGQ¶WKDYHWKHEDODQFHVKHHWWRsupport that, so they 
came down a bit in terms of what they were prepared to fund and then they stopped 
funding in 2010 ... They had several management changes along the way. The 
distribution side of it pretty much remained the same, but they were beginning to want 
to limit their exposure on production cost because, if you look back over the slate some 
of the films were $70 million ZKHUHDVDWWKHEHJLQQLQJZH¶GEHHQPDNLQJPXFKFKHDSHU
films, so the studio [Universal] KDGWKHDSSHWLWH WRPDNHWKRVHELJ ILOPV WKH\GLGQ¶W
really, so they reduced down and that was negotiated between the studio and 
StudioCanal.16 
 
The commercial success or failure of theatrical releases do not, of course, take place on a level 
playing field but are heavily dependent upon the distribution and marketing campaigns which 
VXSSRUWWKHP,QWKLVUHVSHFW:7¶VILOPV were at the mercy of decisions made by Universal 
and StudioCanal. In the internationaO PDUNHW 8QLYHUVDO¶V ILOPV ZHUH distributed by United 
International Pictures (UIP), a company which directly handled the films of Universal, 
Paramount and Dreamworks in 35 territories and sold them to third party distributors in dozens 
RIRWKHUV)RU:7¶VILOPVDFKLHving international distribution was typically dependent upon 
establishing success in the UK market in the first instance, and using that as a platform to 
distribute and market successful films in subsequent markets which respond well to British 
films. The barrieUZKLFKSUHYHQWHGPDQ\RI:7¶s films from reaching a wider international 
audience was, for UIP's former Chairman and CEO, Stewart Till, a matter of cultural 
specificity. As he elaborates: 
 
Shaun of the Dead LVDJRRGFDVHLQSRLQW,WZDVDKXJHVXFFHVVLQWKH8.DQGGLGQ¶W 
really trDYHORXWVLGHGLGQ¶WZRUNLQDQ\RWKHUWHUULWRULHVWorking Title at the time ± 
and probably still do ± PDLQWDLQHG WKDW LW GLGQ¶WZRUN EHFDXVH ZH GLGQ¶W JLYH LW WKH
marketing support DQG LW FRXOG KDYH ZRUNHG « :H GLGQ¶W JLYH LW WKH PDUNHWLQJ
support, not because ZHVDLGµORRNJX\VZHKDYHQ¶WJRWWKHWLPHRUWKHUHVRXUFHV¶, 
VDLGµ,GRQ¶WWKLQNWKLVILOPwill work outside the UK. ,W¶VDYHU\8.-FHQWULFKXPRXU¶
[Similarly] Ali G compared to. . . Sacha Baron &RKHQ¶VVXEVHTXHQWILOPV LW LVYHU\
very British and low-budget and very few production values, and obviously, the 
character wDVQ¶WNQRZQRXWVLGHWKH8.DVDWHOHYLVLRQFKDUDFWHU6RWKDW¶VDQRWKHURQH
ZKHUHLWZDVQ¶WOLNHZHGLGQ¶WKDYHFDSDFLW\WKHfilm was inherently a very UK-centric 
film.17 
 
Despite its low-EXGJHW UHPLWKRZHYHU VRPHRI :7¶V ILOPH[SHULHQFHGVLJQLILFDQW 
commercial successes. The most extraordinary example in this regard was Billy Elliot, which 
grossed $109.2 million worldwide upon theatrical release. This was followed by other 
significant box office hits including Shaun of the Dead at $29.9 million, and Ali G Indahouse 
at $23.3 million, and a third tier of relative success in the horror genre with Long Time Dead 
and My Little Eye taking $13.1 million and $6.8 million, respectively. The remaining five films, 
however, grossed just $3.5 million collectively. In practice, the majority of the WT2 slate had 
a very limited theatrical life which was, in many cases, confined to UK and a handful of 
international territories. As Table 2 illustrates, only $35.6 million (19.2%) of the worldwide 
gross was from domestic revenue (i.e., from the USA and Canada). In comparison, $150 
million (80.8%) was from international revenue (i.e. all other territories). Within the 
consolidated international figure, however, $62 million (33.4 percent) was the UK revenue. 
This trend was, however, distorted by a number of UK only releases (The Calcium Kid, 
Mickybo and Me), international only releases (Long Time Dead, My Little Eye, Ali G 
Indahouse) and extremely limited domestic releases (,QVLGH,¶P'DQFLQJ, Sixty Six). 
 
The title of this article suggests that the establishment and subsequent operation of WT2 
was an experiment. What, then, did the rise and falORI:RUNLQJ7LWOH¶VORZ-budget subsidiary 
prove? Ultimately, it proved that producing low-budget British films within the contemporary 
Hollywood studio system was unsustDLQDEOH LQ WKH ORQJ WHUP :7¶V films lacked readily 
recognisable elements of commercial appeal ± particularly high production values and star 
actors ± and were thus typically considered excessively risky for wide theatrical distribution. 
This barrier was overcome, to varying degrees, with films like Billy Elliot, Ali G Indahouse 
and Shaun of the Dead which achieved wide releases in some territories, particularly the UK. 
Significantly, WT2 was an experiment made possible by the FRPSDQ\¶VSDUWLFXODU LQGXVWULDO
positioning. On the one hand, the distribution infrastructure of Universal and StudioCanal 
supported its successes. On the other, the sustained funding of its operational, development and 
production costs by the same companies XQGHUZURWHLWVIDLOXUHV$UHYLHZRI:RUNLQJ7LWOH¶V
subsequent output, however, suggests 
 
Table 2 ±WT2 slate by genre (all figures in $USD million) 
 
Title /Genre Year Origin Prod. 
Budget 
Domestic 
BO (%) 
International 
BO (%) 
UK 
BO (%) 
Worldwide 
BO 
Heart 
 
     
Billy Elliot 2000 UK/FR 5 21.9 
(20.1) 
87.2 (79.9) 25.2 
(23.1) 
109.1 
Mickeybo and 
Me 
2004 UK 5 - 0.4 (100) 0.4 (100) 0.4 
Inside I'm 
Dancing 
2004 UK/FR/IRE - 0.02 (1.6) 1.2 (98.4) 1.2 
(98.4) 
1.2 
Sixty Six 2006 UK/FR - 0.2 (11.1) 1.6 (88.9) 1.5 
(83.3) 
1.8 
Humour 
 
       
Ali G Indahouse 2002 UK/US/FR/ 
GER 
5 - 23.2 (100) 14.8 
(63.8) 
23.2 
Shaun of the 
Dead 
2004 UK/US/FR 4 13.5 
(45.2) 
16.4 (54.8) 12.3 
(41.1) 
29.9 
The Calcium Kid 2004 UK - - 0.1 (100) 0.1 (100) 0.1 
Horror 
 
       
Longtime Dead 2002 UK/FR - - 13.1 (100) 2.5 
(19.1) 
13.1 
My Little Eye 2002 UK/US/FR/ 
CAN 
2 - 6.8 (100) 4.0 
(58.8) 
6.8 
Gone 2007 UK/AUS - - - - 0.0 
TOTAL 
   
35.62 
(19.2) 
150 (80.8) 62 (33.4) 185.6 
Sources: Boxofficemojo.com (box office data) imdb.com (origin and production budgets) 
 
that the strategy of producing low-budget filmmaking is an experiment unlikely to be repeated. 
,QGHHG WKHFRPSDQ\¶VSURGXFWLRQDJHQGD IURm 2007 onwards largely involved two distinct 
impulses. First, Working Title capitalised on its former successes by producing sequels with 
increasingly large budgets like MU %HDQ¶V +ROiday, Elizabeth: The Golden Age and Nanny 
McPhee and the Big Bang (2010). Second, Working Title moved into a creative arena which 
FellnHUGXEEHGµLQWHOOLJHQWSRSFRUQ¶18 exemplified by American thrillers like United 93 (2006), 
State of Play (2009) and Green Zone (2010).  
As I have argued,WT2 succeeded in producing films which are distinct from those 
made by its parent company. The most obvious dividing line between the outputs of the two 
FRPSDQLHV LV :7¶V GLDORJXH ZLWK WZR LQGLJHQRXV WUDGLWions in low-budget British 
filmmaking, namely social realism and the adaptation of television comedy. Drawing on these 
traditions has promoted a diversity of social class representations and locales that are far 
UHPRYHG IURPWKHHQYLURQVRIµ&XUWLVODQG¶(ach of the films examined focusses on a set of 
characters that, in social class terms at least, evoke the ordinary on a scale which extends 
between the underclass and lower middle classes. Equally, the regions and nations of the UK 
and Ireland are represented alongside ordinary residential districts of London. Significantly, 
however, I have also argued that this diversit\LVWHPSHUHGE\:7¶VSRVLWLRQwithin Working 
Title which, as Wharton highlights, priorLWLVHV µPDLQVWUHDP DSSHDO¶ RYHU µRYHUWO\ IHVWLYDO
dULYHQ¶DPELWLRQV7KHUHVXOWLVDVHULHVRIPodifications to the conventions of social realism 
and television comedy adaptations which are made with the transnational and global markets 
RI 6WXGLR&DQDO DQG 8QLYHUVDO LQ PLQG ,Q SUDFWLFH:7¶V GLDORJXH with social realism 
consistently involved shaping the films around universalistic triumph-overadversity narratives 
DQGFXUELQJWKHJHQUH¶VSURSHQVLW\WRZDUGs social critique. In contrast, :7¶VHQJDJHPHQWZLWK
television comedy involved positioning the indigenous in relation to American popular culture 
or, in one case, American characters and narrative themes. 
Such observations both complement and complicate the views of Wayne, Hochscherf 
and Leggott which focus largely on the transnational dimensions of Working Title and its 
output. The links which these authors make between Working Title and the film industries and 
cultures of Hollywood, on the one hand, and mainland Europe on the other, undoubtedly 
UHVRQDWHLQPDQ\RIWKHFRPSDQ\¶VILOPV$QH[DPLQDWLRQRIWKH operation and output of WT2, 
however, demonstrates that traditions of low-budget British filmmaking have also played a 
significant part in the output of this company. 'HVSLWH LWV VKRUW OLIH VSDQ :7¶V PRVW
remarkable achievement has arguably been as a creative incubator. After the release of the Billy 
Elliot plans were almost immediately made to adapt the film, resulting in the incorporation of 
Working Title Theatre Productions Ltd. in 2002 and the release of Billy Elliot the Musical three 
years later. Ali G Indahouse proved to be the first of a number of films based upon Sacha Baron 
&RKHQ¶VFKDUDFWHUVZKLFKDOVRLQFOXGHGBorat (2006) and Bruno (2009), both of which first 
appeared as television characters. While these films were produced by Baron &RKHQ¶VRwn 
company, Four by Two Films, his later film, Grimsby (2016), was a coproduction with 
Working Title. Similarly, Shaun of the Dead became the first film in a loose series of bigger 
budget Working Title comeGLHV GXEEHG WKH µ7KUHH )ODYRXUV &RUQHWWR 7ULORJ\¶ which also 
included Hot Fuzz (2007) and 7KH:RUOG¶V(QG (2013) and respectively parodied the action 
and science fiction genres. Like the first instalment, these films were co-produced with Big 
Talk Productions, the company with which Working Title also produced Paul (2011) and Baby 
Driver (2017). Thus, despite :RUNLQJ7LWOH¶VPRYHPHQWDZD\ IURP ORZ-budget production, 
WT2 proved to be an experiment with lasting impact. 
 
 
Acknowledgments 
I am very grateful to all the former staff at WT2 and the current staff at Working Title who 
agreed to be interviewed as part of this research. 
 
Disclosure Statement 
No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author. 
 
Notes on contributor 
Nathan Townsend is Associate Lecturer in film and television studies at the Department of 
Theatre, Film and Television at the University of York. 
 
 
References 
 
$OGHUVRQ'³0DNLQJ(OHFWULFLW\1DUUDWLQJ*HQGHU6H[XDOLW\DQGWKH1HROLEHUDO 
7UDQVLWLRQLQ%LOO\(OOLRW´Camera Obscura 25 (3): 1±27. doi:10.1215/02705346-2010-008. 
 
&DUYHU%DQG&3HWULNLQ³8WDNHVDJLDQWJXOS´Daily Variety. December 11. 
 
'DZWUH\$³:RUNLQJ8WRLOLQJIRU&DQDO&DVK´Daily Variety. March 29. 
 
'DZWUH\$D³81DLOV3OXV3DFW´Daily Variety. May 14. 
 
'DZWUH\$E³:RUNLQJ7LWOHODXQFKHVORZ-EXGJHW´Variety. May 24. 
 
'DZWUH\$F³%ULW:LWV'LJ0LWWVLQWR3L[´Variety. July 12-18. 
 
'DZWUH\$³+HDY\ZHLJKWKHOPHUVKHDGWR:RUNLQJ7LWOH´Daily Variety. December 8. 
 
'DZWUH\$³(XURVEX\FUHDWLYHIUHHGRP´Variety. October 23-29. 
 
'HFNHU/³%ULWLVKFLQHPDLVXQGHDG$PHULFDQKRUURU%ULWLVKFRPHG\DQGJHQHULF 
K\EULGLW\LQ6KDXQRIWKH'HDG´Transnational Cinemas 7 (1): 67±81. doi:10.1080/ 
20403526.2015.1078120. 
 
(GZDUGV.³0RULEXQGLW\0XQGDQLW\DQG0RGHUQLW\6KDXQRIWKH'HDG´Screen 
Education 50: 99±103. 
 
*DUYH\$³¶3UHVROGWR0LOOLRQV¶7KH6LWFRP)LOPVRIWKHV´,Q'RQ¶W/RRN1RZ 
British Cinema in the 1970s, edited by P. Newland, 177±85. Bristol: Intellect. 
 
+LOO-³$ZRUNLQJFODVVKHURLVVRPHWKLQJWREH"&KDQJLQJUHSUHVHQWDWLRQVRIFODVVDQG 
PDVFXOLQLW\ LQ %ULWLVK FLQHPD´ ,Q The Trouble with Men: Masculinities in European and 
Hollywood Cinema, edited by P. Powrie, A. Davies, and B. Babbington. London: Wallflower 
Press. 
 
+RFKVFKHUI7DQG-/HJJRWW³:RUNLQJ7LWOH)LOPV)URP0LG-Atlantic to the Heart 
of (XURSH"´Film International 8 (1): 8±20. doi:10.1386/fiin.8.6.8. 
 
+RIPDQQ.³:7µVWKHµEDE\¶ODEHOIURPJHQUHSL[WR$OL*´Variety. November 10. 
 
+RIPDQQ .  ³:RUNLQJ KDUG IRU WKH PRQH\ $ ZKR¶V ZKR RI FRPSDQ\ SULQFLSDOV
Natascha :KDUWRQ´Variety. October 29. 
 
+RZHOOV5³¶,VLW%HFDXVH,LV%ODFN"¶5DFH+XPRXUDQGWKH3RO\VHPLRORJ\RI$OL*´ 
Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television 26 (2): 155±77. 
doi:10.1080/01439680600691677. 
 
-DPHV$³&DQDOFKDQJHVQDPHXSVFRLQIRUSLFSURG¶Q´,QVariety, April 20. 
 
-DPHV$³6WXGLR&DQDOUHVWUXFWXUHVZLWKIRFXVRQPRUHPDLQVWUHDPIDUH´,QVariety, 
May 10±16.. 
 
/DQFLRQL -  ³&LQGHUHOOD 'DQFHV 6ZDQ /DNH 5HDGLQJ %LOO\ (OOLRW DV )DLU\WDOH´ The 
Journal of Popular Culture 39 (5): 709±28. doi:10.1111/j.0022-3840.2006.00303.x. 
 
Lay, S. 2002. British Social Realism: From Documentary to Brit Grit. London: Wallflower 
Press. 
 
/D\ 6  ³*RRG ,QWHQWLRQV KLJK KRSH DQG ORZ EXGJHWV &RQWHPSRUDU\ VRFLDO UHDOLVW
filmmaking LQ %ULWDLQ´ New Cinemas: Journal of Contemporary Film 5 (3): 231±44. 
doi:10.1386/ncin.5.3.231_4. 
 
/HJJRWW -  ³7UDYHOV LQ &XUWLVODQG 5LFKDUG &XUWLV DQG %ULWLVK &RPHG\ &LQHPD´ ,Q
British Comedy Cinema, edited by I.Q. Hunter and L. Porter. London: Routledge. 
 
0LQQV$³)LQQVWHSVGRZQDV:7UHVKXIIOHVH[HFGHFN´Screen International. June 
27. 
 
6LQILHOG $  ³%R\V &ODVV DQG *HQGHU )URP %LOO\ &DVSHU WR %LOO\ (OOLRW´ History 
Workshop Journal 62: 166±71. doi:10.1093/hwj/dbl008. 
 
7RZQVHQG 1  ³:RUNLQJ 7LWOH )LOPV DQG 8QLYHUsal: The integration of a British 
production FRPSDQ\LQWRD+ROO\ZRRGVWXGLR´Journal of British Cinema and Television 15 
(2): 179±203. doi:10.3366/jbctv.2018.0414. 
 
:D\PDUN 3  ³¶)URP WHOO\ ODXJKV WR EHOO\ ODXJKV¶ 7KH 5LVH DQG IDOO RI WKH VLWFRP
spLQRII´ In British Comedy Cinema, edited by I.Q. Hunter and L. Porter. London: Routledge. 
 
:D\QH0³:RUNLQJ7LWOH0DUN,,$FULWLTXHRIWKH$WODQWLFLVWSDUDGLJPIRU%ULWLVK 
FLQHPD´International Journal of Media and Cultural Politics 2 (1): 59±73. doi:10.1386/ 
macp.2.1.59/1. 
 
Notes 
1
 Fellner, Eric. 2014. Interview with the author, 14 March. 
2
 Morrison, Angela. 2013. Interview with the author, 26 November. 
3
 Wharton, Natascha .2014. Interview with the author, 11 March. 
4
 Finn, Jon. 2017. Interview with the author, 1 September. 
5
 Ibid. 
6
 Ibid. 
7
 Ibid. 
8
 Bevan, Tim. 2016. Interview with the author, 7 December. 
9
 Fellner, Eric. 2014. Interview with the author, 14 March. 
10
 Wharton, Natascha .2014. Interview with the author, 11 March. 
11
 Finn, Jon. 2017. Interview with the author, 1 September. 
12
 Ibid. 
13
 Wharton, Natascha .2014. Interview with the author, 11 March. 
14
 Finn, Jon. 2017. Interview with the author, 1 September. 
15
 Bevan, Tim. 2016. Interview with the author, 7 December. 
16
 Morrison, Angela. 2013. Interview with the author, 11 March. 
17
 Till, Stewart. 2014. Interview with the author, 17 July. 
18
 Chasin, Liza. 2014. Interview with the author, 22 May. 
 
                                                             
